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I
n today’s DoD systems acquisition
environment, integrated multidisci-
plinary teams are essential to man-
age procurements for the armed ser-
vices. A multidisciplinary team

consists of people whose backgrounds
are, by definition, quite diverse and who
often have significant differences in how
they think, communicate, problem solve,
and work. When diverse teams effec-
tively leverage their differences, they
make higher-quality decisions because
their synergism allows realism, increased
complexity, and the ability to better rec-
ognize an outsider’s view. 

Assembling the Right Team
This high-performance state does not
come without considerable thought, ef-

fort, and foresight by the Program Man-
ager (PM). Simply gathering a multidis-
ciplinary team of qualified people does
not guarantee the team will be effective.

Roadblock 1 — Lack of a
Proper Foundation 
The first roadblock to assembling and
maintaining a high-performing team is
the failure to establish a firm foundation.
Diverse teams need a foundation upon
which a working relationship is built.
Ideally, a team establishes this founda-
tion from the beginning, and continues
to periodically discuss and modify ele-
ments of the team foundation through-
out the duration of its efforts. A team’s
foundation consists of several compo-
nents: mission clarity, stated values, em-

powerment limitations, and defined
processes.

Some experts in the field of team dy-
namics point to an unclear team mission
as the single largest reason for a team’s  fail-
ure to perform at optimal levels. A team’s
mission may seem obvious, but it is vital
that each member understands the team’s
purpose, vision, and goals in the same
way. To achieve this common under-
standing, a PM must provide a shared
purpose; short-term, long-term, and end-
game goals; measures for goal achieve-
ment; and a timeline for goal achievement. 

Next, team members must generate and
believe in a shared value system of team
interaction. Clear ground rules must be
formulated by the team and accepted by
each team member. These ground rules
form the rules of engagement, a frame-
work for team conduct when interact-
ing with one another and externally to
the team. Behaviors to be included under
the rules of engagement are those that
are important to team members such as
conduct for meetings, keeping promises,
timely communication of information,
mutual respect, conduct for customer
interaction, and speaking with one voice
on settled issues. The rules of engage-
ment should be established and then
periodically reviewed. They should be
modified any time the team believes it
necessary, and the rules can be used as
a compass to help find common ground
when team conflict arises.

The term “empowerment” seems to be
overused and misunderstood in seg-
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ments of today’s DoD acquisition work-
force. Empowerment is not a ticket for
management to exclude themselves from
the working level and then point a fin-
ger of accountability should things go
awry. Nor does it provide the working
level unlimited authority. Instead,
when managed appropriately, em-
powerment is docu-
mented with well-defined limits
that are understood by team lead-
ers, individual team members,
and functional area managers out-
side the program.

For instance, to help clarify roles and
ease any issues between program office
and functional managers, drafting a
memorandum of understanding defin-
ing limits of the team has been very ef-
fective. This is particularly important to
ensure IPT members have authority to
make most decisions regarding their
functional area without having to con-
stantly check with superiors. In addi-
tion, by assigning team and individual
responsibilities, problems can be avoided
that might otherwise arise when au-
thority is perceived or unduly assumed.
The delegation of authority must be vis-
ible to the entire team and can be shown
via letters of authority or introductions
at staff meetings. Team empowerment,
when appropriately applied, provides a
sense of mutual accountability, and is
vital to the long-term health of the team.
Equally important is the PM’s support
of decisions that are delegated. 

Finally, the PM must provide some
overarching policies and processes.
This element of the foundation
helps facilitate team interaction and
accomplishment of goals. Processes
for decision making, issue nomina-
tion and resolution, communication,
and administrative functions are some
examples suggested as
mandatory for high-per-
forming teams to meet
their goals.

The importance of
a firm foundation
for team behavior
can not be overstated. For this reason,
documenting these fundamental ele-

ments is valuable for both current and
future team members. Once docu-
mented, they can be provided to (and
response solicited from) new team mem-
bers as the IPT makeup changes. How-
ever, PMs should be wary of overstep-
ping the limits of guiding principles and
processes to an overly restrictive set of
rules. Rigid IPT charters dictated from
above can create stovepipes with the un-
desirable consequence of IPTs that are
too bureaucratic with too many teams
and too many meetings. 

Roadblock 2 – Failure to
Communicate As a Team
In the heat of the business day, it can be

easy to fall into a mode of ineffec-
tive communication. To avoid this
roadblock, the PM must practice
and facilitate effective communi-
cation techniques. Effective com-
munication takes time and plan-

ning by the PM, and the precedent he
or she sets will determine the tone for

IPTs. Most team communication
occurs during meetings. Inef-
fective meetings can be a

tremendous drain on team pro-
ductivity because the number of
team members at the meeting mul-
tiplies any wasted time. Effective
meetings provide read-ahead in-
formation including an agenda,

data to be discussed, and the meet-
ing objective (status meeting or deci-

sion meeting).

While not always possible or reason-
able, sticking to the agenda topics and
time limits should be a common prac-
tice and prevents overassessment of
less-than-critical issues. Teams that act
like committees, where each member
defends his or her own constituent in-
terests, will not promote the environ-
ment of a common team purpose. This
does not mean that all team members
should be encouraged to agree.
Leaving time on the agenda for can-
did discussions saves time later when

conflicts would other-
wise arise.

Periodic status meet-
ings that provide face-
to-face communication
are a must; E-mail-only
is insufficient and leads
to miscommunication
and confusion. Finally, be-
ware of communication
that is too rapid. With
today’s technology and
the emphasis on em-
powerment, rapid com-
munication can lead to
a problem if a cus-
tomer knows prob-

lems/issues that man-
agement does not. 
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Roadblock 3 — Poor
Conflict Resolution
The third roadblock to effective teaming
is the inability to resolve conflicts. Con-
flict in any team is inevitable, and many
successful managers agree that team con-
flict is healthy, even vital. However, con-
flict becomes unhealthy if not managed
appropriately. Typical reasons for con-
flict include role ambiguity and dis-
agreements over methods, goals, pro-
cedures, responsibilities, values,
or facts. The PM can ensure the
most prevalent sources of con-
flict are avoided by addressing
the roadblocks identified in this
article. Yet, even PMs who care-
fully plan to avoid the princi-
pal roadblocks must still ac-
tively manage conflict. The
PM best manages conflict
by providing team mem-
bers the tools to resolve
conflicts themselves and by
quickly addressing issues when
self-resolution approaches are not suc-
cessful.

One method of turning team conflict
into synergy is to teach team members
to recognize conflict and then reinforce
self-resolution. Team members need to
be trained in conflict resolution meth-
ods to enable problem solving without
finger pointing. The lack of training can
result in a failure to understand differ-
ences and may increase the conflict level.
Once trained, team members in
conflict must first agree that
there is a problem, agree on
exactly what the problem is,
search for a solution, agree on
what each must do to mitigate
the issue, and then follow up. In-
dividuals learn to resolve differ-
ences by acting early to acknowl-
edge conflict, directly engaging
the other party with whom the
conflict exists, responding ratio-
nally and without emotion, and
by dealing with each other hon-
estly and directly. 

At times, management needs to rec-
ognize when self-resolution ap-
proaches are not effective and in-
tervene in the situation. In such

cases, the PM should resolve conflict
with all parties present. The first step is
to hold a meeting for the sole purpose
of resolving the conflict. The PM needs
to get those in conflict to recognize a
problem exists and allow them to define
the problem. Technology should not be
used to avoid uncomfortable issues; face-

to-face meetings work best. Initially, the
PM should strive to mediate, not judge.
This is best achieved by being open
minded and actively listening. Active lis-
tening fosters feelings of acceptance and
appreciation, saves time, keeps team
members responsible for the issue, and
builds relationships. The goal is to cre-
ate an environment of healthy discus-
sion of viewpoints and to foster candor.
As such, the PM should withhold judg-
ment until the situation is fully under-
stood. 

It is a good idea to focus on com-
mon goals without stifling dif-

ferences, but the PM can not tol-
erate destructive disputes. It is

often helpful to refer to the
team’s foundational guide-
lines as a point of common
ground and mutual objec-
tives. Explore alternatives

with the team members and agree on a
course of action for the future. Actual
behavior must follow dialogue, so always
schedule a follow-up session to ensure
the conflict has been properly resolved.

Roadblock 4 – Unrecognized
Gender Differences
Gender differences need to be recog-
nized and understood to avoid this road-
block. If left unchecked, these differences
can lead to misunderstandings, reduced
morale, and ultimately poor team per-
formance. Some of the common sources
for differences between men and women
include differences in listening behav-
ior, interaction skills, and linguistic styles.

When listening, men and women often
exhibit different behaviors that can,

at times, be misunderstood by the
other gender. Women often exhibit
steady eye contact, use “listening noises,”
smile, and nod to cue the other person

that they are actively engaged.
Men, on the other hand, usu-

ally do not smile, use non-
steady eye contact, and often ex-

hibit additional physical activity while
listening. One common misinterpreta-
tion a man might have when speaking
to a woman is that he assumes she is
agreeing to what he is saying when in re-
ality she is simply acknowledging that
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she has heard what he said. Men also
sometimes misinterpret that the female
listener is very interested in what he is
saying when she is simply actively lis-
tening. When women are speaking to
men who exhibit typical male listening
behavior, they can mistakenly believe
that they are not being listened to or that
the listener is trying to undermine and
distract the speaker.

Men and women often use different
methods of interruption during group
interactions. A typical male behavior is
to jump in and interrupt the speaker,
while on the other hand females fre-
quently wait for a pause in the discus-
sion. These differences can lead men to
mistakenly believe a woman is not par-
ticipating. Women can misinterpret the
situation as well, believing that men are
“bulldozing” them and stifling their in-
puts.

Men and women also have different lin-
guistic styles. Linguistic differences can
lead men to not always recognize
women’s ideas or to fail to give women
credit for ideas generated in a team dis-
cussion. For example women often in-
clude the use of an add-on question in
their speech. The com-
ment, “Normalizing the
data shows a trend,
doesn’t it?” can make
men think a woman is
unsure of her conclu-
sion when in reality the
add-on question is sim-
ply a speech manner-
ism. Another example of
linguistic differences is
that men will often use
the pronoun “I” while
women will often use
the term “we.” This too,
can lead men to misin-
terpret a woman’s state-
ments and vice versa.

A final example of linguis-
tic differences that can lead
to miscommunication is the
common use of qualifiers in women’s
speech. Men are not as prone to tag qual-
ifiers such as “probably” on to ends of
sentences, and this stylistic difference

can add to confusion and misinterpre-
tation.

Roadblock 5 – Differences Between
Military Personnel and Civilians
Another challenge facing the PM is mak-
ing teams function efficiently when they
are composed of civilians and military
members. While this situation is often
not a significant issue, it sometimes can
hinder team capability. Issues can stem
from perceptions, biases of the other
group or differences in organizational
backgrounds, cultural backgrounds, and
power interests.

For instance, due to their job assignment
rate, the military tend to hold a shorter-
term focus while civilians often have a
longer-term focus. This difference can
result in differing priorities and conflict.
When conflict exists, civilians tend to
think military personnel treat civilians
as second-class citizens; however, the
military team members are often un-
aware of the perception. Military IPT
members also sometimes perceive that
civilians are less motivated and are dri-
ven more by money than by doing the

right thing for the Service. Further, civil-
ians are sometimes perceived as
clock-watchers (implies lack of com-
mitment to cause), so it is a good
idea for the PM to set guidelines for

schedule adherence. 

Power plays can also
become a factor
when civilian “rice
bowling” is used to

protect territory or a
power base. In general,

military participants are
considered better leaders

because they are
good at caring and

coaching, but they can
often overlook coaching
of civilians and apply
these skills only to mili-

tary subordinates. 

Should this type of conflict
creep its way into an IPPD en-

vironment, the PM would be well
advised to take time to train both groups
about the other’s culture. Dictate and
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take-charge servicemembers will be most
effective when they recognize and alter
their leadership style from the field to
the corporate setting. Each group needs
to recognize the benefit of both func-
tional expertise and operational experi-
ence. 

Roadblock 6 – Insufficient
Team Recognition
Insufficient team recognition is a road-
block that keeps a high-performing team
from sustaining long-term performance.
PMs must place emphasis on the im-
portance of team accomplishments and
should take every opportunity to cele-
brate team accomplishments. In addi-
tion, a reward system must be generated
to provide rewards to teams, not indi-
viduals. From a near-term standpoint,
collective work products can help lead
to collective recognition. However, from
a longer-term standpoint, a team type
of reward approach is, and will continue
to be, a challenge.

Civilians from functional organizations
typically staff IPTs, and the historical ca-
reer track for those employees has tra-
ditionally been ascension through the
functional management chain. Bregard
and Chasteen recognized this issue in
an article about the PM’s perspective of
the IPPD environment when they wrote,
“We have created career tracks for em-
ployees that use the hierarchical func-
tional organization as the centerpiece of
career aspirations. What is the logical
career track for IPT members?” In the
long run, DoD must address this issue
to ensure high performance of IPTs.

No Magic Formula
While this list of roadblocks is not com-
prehensive, the roadblocks identified in
this article are the principal reasons
teams fail to reach and sustain a high
performance level. There are, of course,
other sources of inefficiency. An un-
skilled workforce, racial bias, cultural
misunderstandings, and generational
differences are some additional areas that
can have a negative impact. Nor are the
suggestions presented here guaranteed
to produce favorable results.

There simply isn’t a magic formula that
will work in all cases; every PM must en-
deavor to address the unique set of prob-
lems he or she faces with creativity, re-
spect for those involved, and sincerity.
While there are factors that affect team
performance outside of the PM’s con-
trol, the most effective teams are culti-
vated by minimizing the principal road-
blocks to high performance.

Editor’s Note: The author welcomes
questions or comments on this article.
Contact him at thomansj@navair.
navy.mil.
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